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Learning to See More Clearly: Extending Lucy
Sprague Mitchell’s Vision for Geography Teaching
Abigail Kerlin and Ellen McCrum
As former elementary school teachers, graduate level instructors, and researchers, we have engaged
students of all ages in geography inquiry. In recent years, we have focused on developing mapping
experiences that will both develop geographic thinking and shed light on the inner questions and
experiences students have with their environments. These experiences can be quite revealing, offering
insight into the surprising and varied geographic relationships that students pay attention to. In this
paper, we share some of these experiences and ask you to consider what a more reﬂective engagement
with maps can reveal about what students see and have yet to see in the world around them.

DEVELOPING AN UNDERSTANDING OF PERSPECTIVE: “DID WE ALL JUST TAKE THE
SAME TRIP?”
We begin our graduate class on developing geographic thinking in a typical fashion: introductions,
review of the syllabus, and initial conversations assessing students’ experiences as both learners and
teachers of geography. However, we are eager to get students involved. Before the ﬁrst hour together is
up, we inform the class that it is time to take a trip. We begin with succinct instructions:
Make a map of the rectangular block, walk the rectangle from 112th Street to Broadway to
111th Street and then to Riverside Drive. Bring a pencil and clipboard. Take notes on a blank
piece of paper. Walk around the block twice. Walk in silence during your ﬁrst trip around the
block. Use this time to engage your senses, using your eyes, ears, and nose.
No matter whether they are eight or 28, students appeal to us for clariﬁcation, asking, “How do you want
it to look? What information should I include?” Some students leave for their trip slightly ill at ease, not
sure how to meet the expectations of the task.
Our response is intentionally obtuse: “We want to see your map of the block, however you choose to
represent it. Think of your trip as an opportunity for research.
As people trickle back into the classroom, there are fewer questions about doing it “right.” Armed with
their observations, there is a new eagerness to settle into their representations, and soon enough there is
only the sound of scribbling.
Once ﬁnished, the group has a chance to walk around the classroom and see what their peers created.
There are many commonalities: some have ﬁlled in the map with the names of businesses on Broadway;
located our school, Bank Street, along 112th Street (Figure 1); and highlighted the curve of Riverside
(Figure 2), a lovely deviation from New York’s largely perpendicular, gridded streets. There is often an
empty rectangle in the middle of their map. Details are included on the outer edge but the middle is an
empty mystery.
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Figure 2

Figure 1

As the class takes in the variety of maps, it is clear that participants have very speciﬁc experiences of the
block. Some mapmakers focused on the smells, making an odiferous statement by showing garbage piling
up on Riverside.
Others captured the presence of people on the block and included snippets of conversation heard on
Broadway, a contrast to the silence and lack of pedestrians on Riverside Drive. Climate and weather make
an appearance, with the wind rushing up Riverside Drive, while 111th and 112th Streets remain protected
and calm. A smaller handful ﬁlled in the mysterious middle of the block with buildings and green space
they have observed from Bank Street windows.
The variety of maps raised an interesting question: We all just took the same trip, so why are our maps
so different? For many of us, in-school mapping lessons focused on coloring regions and labeling
landmarks, but fell short of offering insight into the people who made the maps we used. This conveyed
the impression that maps were ﬁxed tools with no particular voice or perspective. In our mapping classes,
we encourage our students (young and not-so-young) to consider a new idea about geography: maps are
stories with authors who come to a space with their own experiences, perspectives, and biases. While our
students’ feet covered the same ground, they did not all take the same trip.
Creating, sharing, and discussing the maps immediately highlights the variety of choices, but more
importantly, presents the opportunity to develop the students’ understanding of one another. The
students soon realize that the pedagogical choice to keep the activity open-ended allows for each of
them to bring their own perspective to their map. They learn that some peers commute long distances,
drawing them to attend to parking rules, while others travel by subway. The choice to share the maps
opens their eyes both to the physical and the human geography of the block, as well as to the experience
and perspective of their peers.
Our work with graduate students parallels the work we do in elementary classrooms. While graduate
students typically arrive more quickly at an understanding of how their perspectives shape their maps,
the big ideas and the process are the same with young students. It is critical for teachers to have these
experiences in order to construct ideas just as their students do. For many teachers, this is the ﬁrst time
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they have made and shared maps. The experience opens the door to an expanded deﬁnition of geographic
thinking that will be incorporated into their work in classrooms. We see experiences like this one and
others detailed in this paper as offering possibilities for the development of self-reﬂective insights and a
curiosity about the geographic and social perspectives of others.

THEORETICAL GROUNDING
Lucy Sprague Mitchell, founder of Bank Street College, believed that young children naturally think in
geographic terms. Mitchell viewed geography as any other scientiﬁc study, one based on observation
and questions. To be a geographer, above all, is to ask how and why things are the way they are, an
inclination that is hardwired into the minds of young children. In her seminal text from 1934, Young
Geographers: How They Explore the World and How They Map the World, Mitchell pointed out that a
laboratory approach to geography helps children make critical connections and allows them to see the
effect of one fact upon another through a process of active inquiry. “Make Maps!” was Mitchell’s rallying
cry to teachers, recognizing that these experiences cultivate in young learners a practice of noticing,
questioning, and seeking answers. It is a process that helps build a bridge between the child and the
environment. In time, and with teachers providing the scaffolding, children begin to piece together the
signiﬁcance of these observations.
Nearly 100 years later, as Bank Street Graduate School instructors, we continue to use maps in this way
and we strongly advocate for the practice. However, our decade of mapping experience with children
and adults has helped us to see that the details each individual prioritizes often inﬂuence the way they
perceive these relationships in the world around them. For example, we observed that how the students
traveled to Bank Street impacted the details of their maps. A student who drove made a map of the block
replete with parking information, while those who walked from the subway or from other places around
the city, did not. Our modes of transportation inﬂuence the details in our environment that we attend
to (Taylor, 2020) and therefore inﬂuence what we communicate to others in a map (Silvis et al., 2018).
Indeed, mapping experiences help students to become keen observers and share their unique perspective.
Mapping experiences also serve an additional purpose. They help students to understand that others may
not see the world the same way they do. Maps can help us all to see one another more clearly.
Within the geographic domain of human-societal dynamics, a growing body of research has explored the
ways we are conditioned to relate to the physical world around us. Just as our graduate students did not
experience the block around Bank Street in the same way, research suggests that our experiences in space
are subjective and informed by our lived experiences (Rediscovering Geography Committee & National
Research Council, 1997). Current discourse on this topic has examined the importance of political and
cultural factors, in particular. Overwhelmingly, this research indicates that the way we move through
space is rooted in complex calculations about the way we feel and engage with the structures and
relationships that inform our lives. Our perspectives emerge from myriad factors, such as our sensory
preferences (Grahn & Stigsdotter, 2010), our disabilities (Jacobson ,2013) and our feelings of safety related
to our race (Krivo et al, 2013; Day, 2006) or our gender (Day, 2001, Brownlow, 2005; Lampe et al., 2020)
New research suggests that our engagement with our local geography also impacts our health and sense
of well-being. In a 2018 study, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania surveyed 342 participants
living in communities adjacent to abandoned lots before and after these spaces underwent a clean-up
initiative. After the greening of the vacant lots, researchers found that community member’s self-reported
feelings of depression and hopelessness decreased by 41.5 percent and poor mental health showed a
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reduction of 62.8 percent. These remarkable mental health outcomes suggest a dramatic shift in the way
some individuals in the community actually experienced the space around them (South et al., 2018).
Some research suggests that our relationship to the environment around us is also formed by what
we perceive, based on our gender identiﬁcation, for instance, rather than what we see. Two studies
considered how one’s gender can inﬂuence a person’s relationship to their environment. In one study,
researchers found that women’s fear of male perpetrators in public spaces is so persistent that it
“impacts their personal involvement in the public life of a city” (Tandogan & Ilhan, 2016). Regrettably,
this outcome was remarkably similar to that of another study that asked men to share their experience
of being feared in public spaces. This study concluded that men, particularly Black and Latino men,
navigated spaces based on the level of fear they anticipate from others (Day, 2006). The reality is
that men of Color are at considerably greater risk than women to be victims of violent crime in public
spaces (Brownlow, 2005). Social scientist and geographer Doreen Massey writes of the “constitutive
relationships between place and group” and the role that racial, gendered, and economic power
structures play in deﬁning our perceptions of space. These power dynamics, Massey suggests, “have
created a geography of difference” (Christophers et. al., 2018).
Evolving technologies such as GPS tracking devices and wearable cameras have allowed researchers to
observe mobility in real time. Data collected from this media has revealed the interactional structures
(natural, human-made, historical, political) that inform the decisions that travelers make as they move
through their environments. As a person’s mobility changes (e.g., crawling to walking or walking to
riding), so does their participation and interaction with the natural and human-made forces around
them (Marin et al., 2020). New technologies have also provided reminders that mobility itself is shaped
by inequitable legacies. Video and audio recording, GPS tracking, and interactive maps made by the
African American teenage cyclist in one study provided researchers with insight into participants’
feelings of safety and accessibility. Through counter-mapping experiences, the teenage cyclists were
empowered to use the data they collected to develop urban planning solutions, including new forms of
mobility (Taylor & Hall, 2013).
Why is this framing on space and place important for teachers and children? We believe that teachers can
make use of the ﬁndings from this compelling research to highlight the myriad factors inﬂuencing our
geographic perspectives. When children and adults have opportunities to map their world and reﬂect on
the maps of their peers with the scaffolding of a thoughtful instructor, they can begin to explore deeper
feelings about the world around them. Mapping experiences help students to ask:
•
•
•
•

How do I perceive the world?
What facts and details do I observe or prioritize?
What forces, factors, and biases inform these observations?
What can I learn by hearing about the unique geographic perspectives of my peers?

As students practice perspective-taking through mapping experiences, they also investigate the potential
aims and motivations of other mapmakers. They begin to ask:
• What is included or not included in a map?
• What story is this map trying to tell?
• Who is centered in this story?
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PEDAGOGICAL TOOLS
Lucy Sprague Mitchell ends Young Geographers with a plea for educators to make maps. Maps are not
only a powerful tool for investigating relationships, they are also a gathering of our observations
and perceptions of the environment. We agree that making maps is a critical piece in supporting the
development of geographic thinking and that this work can be deepened even further. As students
engage in geographic inquiry, teachers can think about three different ways of engaging with maps that
move children from self-reﬂection to empathy and then to analysis: making maps, sharing maps, and
juxtaposing maps.

MAKING PERSONAL MAPS: “WHAT DO YOU SEE?”
From the beginning, children are intrepid explorers of their
environments, and typically their world grows and grows,
expanding out from home to school, their neighborhood, and
beyond. Kids develop their abilities to orient themselves, locate
themselves in space, and use maps to represent relationships
between places. By starting with their own perspective of
familiar environments, very young children are able to capture
and document their experience of the world in map form in ways
that are unique and revealing.
By kindergarten, students are able to explain where they live and
articulate where this is in relation to other places. We had some
kindergarteners map a very familiar journey: the trip from home
to school. Here is an example of a five-year-old describing his
perspective of his route, shown on a map he has made (Figure
3). He represents these two critical landmarks in his life and
discusses the different paths between them.
Interviewer: Alright, can you tell me about your map?
Child: Yes.
Figure 3
Interviewer: Tell me about how you get to school.
Child: So, I made it like this because, since I’m up here, there’s different ways I can get to school.
Interviewer: When you say, “I’m up here” does that mean you live up on a hill? You live on an up-hill?
Child: Yeah, I live right at this [marks an x by his home].
Interviewer: And you have to walk down a hill to get to school?
Child: Yeah. This is my house right here.
Interviewer: Okay.
Child: If I go across, I can go down. I could go here, I have to turn, that’s how I made my map.
Interviewer: Okay. So is this line showing that you walk downhill?
Child: Yes.
Interviewer: And then you have to turn to actually get to your school.
Making personal maps allows children to develop their abilities to orient themselves in space and, in
this case, to localize or indicate where two places are in relation to one another. These are critical steps
in developing the ability to understand your own perspective and represent it symbolically.
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While this child lives on a hill and travels a short distance to school, another child in his class might
have a different map that includes a walk up the hill, public transportation, or a stop along the way to
drop off a sibling. The mapping stories give teachers insight into each of their student’s perspectives and
offer young mapmakers an opportunity to articulate their own way of seeing.

SHARING MAPS: “WHAT DOES YOUR NEIGHBOR NOTICE?”
When asked to map a familiar route from the school lobby to the cafeteria, William, a ﬁfth-grade
student at PS 130 in Brooklyn carefully illustrated the switchback of stairs (Figure 4). William made
sure to draw attention to the ﬂow of traffic by labeling his route down the staircases. Another student,
Alima, showed the precise location of the elevator (Figure 5), a tool essential for her to use with her
wheelchair, but not used, and thus not included, on the other student’s map. Both representations did a
wonderful job of highlighting the students’ spatial reasoning abilities. Perhaps more signiﬁcantly, they
told us something about the perspective that each child brought to their geographic representations.

Figure 4

Figure 5

As they shared their maps, the students began to see their familiar shared space in a new way, from
another’s perspective. When asked about the experience of sharing their maps, Alima and William both
spoke of the importance of seeing and being seen. Alima said, “The other kids didn’t really take the
elevator. I was unsure at ﬁrst because I felt like they wouldn’t understand my map. It was the way that I
went, so that’s what I showed in my map. I was glad I shared it.”
William added, “I liked seeing all the different things that people included in their maps. I liked Alima’s
map especially, compared to the others that had the same-ish routes. I saw Alima go in the elevator
[to the cafeteria], but I didn’t think about her trip so much until her map made me think about it.” The
children’s willingness to share their maps broadened their understanding of one another.

JUXTAPOSING MAPS: “WHOSE PERSPECTIVE IS THIS?”
Maps are not neutral, although they feel like fact-based representations of reality. While students can
recognize that their perspective differs from a classmate’s, we want them to see the same issues at play
with all maps.
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Over time, students come to understand maps in multiple ways. Among other things, maps can be
seen as utilitarian objects that can guide you in different ways from one place to another, or as a
snapshot of land that is dynamic, even though a map seems to have frozen it in time. Giving students
the opportunity to juxtapose maps can expand their understanding of maps as stories. They come to
see that maps give readers selective pieces of information. For example, topographic maps provide
information about the shape of the land, while political maps highlight borders. Juxtaposing these two
types of maps raises many interesting questions for students and supports them in making connections,
such as noticing how a border aligns with a mountain range.
The pedagogical tool of juxtaposition is a powerful one for identifying similarities and differences and
generating questions about those observations. When juxtaposing maps, we are looking for students to
notice and begin to interrogate speciﬁc relationships between the maps. The teacher’s work is to find
the right maps to put next to each other.
The relationships between the maps could be between the physical and the political, as described above,
but the maps could also be from different perspectives. We begin to engage with the perspective of
mapmakers by starting with ourselves and our personal stories. Over time, we expand our perspective
and branch out: exploring our neighborhoods and cities, then the wider world, in its current state and
in the past. We want students to become critical observers of maps, asking, “Whose perspective is
this?” Putting maps alongside each other draws attention to the fact they were created from different
perspectives.
Maps have long been used to push a speciﬁc perspective. For example, they have been used by countries
to claim territory that is in dispute or as propaganda to generate public support. This practice continues
today (Carnegie Ethics Online, 2018). We wanted to explore this idea with fifth-grade students, using
the juxtaposition of maps as our pedagogical strategy. Fifth-graders are ready to explore history in
geography, something that is very apparent in maps over time. They are also curious about current
events and are often not provided with the opportunity to contextualize these events in geographic
terms. They are developmentally ready to engage with the idea that maps are stories that have authors
and biases.
Gathering small groups of fifth-grade students both in and out of school settings, we presented maps
that represented three different perspectives on the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Our role as teachers
was minimal beyond the choice of maps. We entered these conversations with the faith that children
would bring their observational abilities and curiosity to the task—trusting that our choice of maps
would drive the conversation. We chose maps that minimize distraction, and often cropped out some
information to allow speciﬁc relationships to emerge. Typically, because we had carefully chosen our
maps, our prompts focused on noticing and wondering.
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We presented the ﬁrst map of Ukraine (Figure 6) and asked students what they noticed. The following is
an amalgam of observations from the fifth-graders:

Figure 6

“We’re in Ukraine. A bunch of different places in Ukraine.”
“It shows the rivers, I think. And places around it like Russia, Poland…”
“What’s the capital? Kyiv. The star.”
Next to the ﬁrst map we placed a second map of Ukraine (Figure 7), including Crimea as part of Russia.
We asked, “What changed?”

Figure 7

The different groups had interesting observations. A summary of the responses demonstrates their
observations of similarities and differences:
“This shows Ukraine in both maps.”
“Here [pointing to the ﬁrst map] it looks like Crimea is part of Ukraine. and here it looks like it’s part of
Russia. You can tell because of the color.”
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The last map (Figure 8) we introduced showed the area of Crimea represented in two colors. Again, we
asked the students what they noticed as they looked across all three maps. The groups responded:

Figure 8

“This one says Crimea is both Russia and Ukraine’s territory, which makes no sense!”
We followed up with, “Why doesn’t it make sense?”
“It doesn’t ‘cause whose laws would they follow? Crimea is in between, there’s orange and green, so it
might be like… a mix. Pending maybe, like not sure which it’s from. It’s striped and it doesn’t have a
straight color. They are probably at war. War between Crimea and Russia. Russia wants that land.”
One student decided to sequence the maps: “It looks like this is when it’s part of Ukraine, this is when
they’re ﬁghting, and this is at the end, it’s part of Russia. It would be in this order.”
We noted that students were beginning to move the maps as if to put them in chronological order. We
told them that all of the maps were currently being used, so who did they think made each map?
They responded: “Russia made this [pointing at the second map], Ukraine made this [pointing at the
ﬁrst map], and some other country made this [pointing at the third].”
The juxtaposition and our line of questioning allowed the students to identify the different perspectives
of the mapmakers and the different narratives. With multiple experiences, juxtaposition develops what
we actually see. Two students’ abilities to approach any map (current or historical) with a critical lens,
consistently speculating about the perspective of its creator and how this perspective impacted their
representation.

SEEING OUR WORLD MORE CLEARLY
If we simply see maps as static tools for navigation or blank pages to passively color and label, we miss
important opportunities to deepen students’ geographic thinking. We miss opportunities for them to
consider the dynamic choices that inform the maps they read.
People often ask why we use such basic materials when easily accessible, computer-based mapping tools
abound. The answer is that in our age of smartphones, we use maps often, but we do not actively engage
with path-ﬁnding; we follow a route dictated to us. We ﬁnd that when students come to a mapmaking
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task using the most basic materials, we get more insight into what they see in the world around them,
and their geographic voice emerges. They have to make more decisions—about such things as color,
landmarks, scale, distance, and details to include or leave out.
Shifting our use of maps provides opportunities to raise students’ awareness about the choices that they
make as they move through the world. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, during these polarizing
times, we can provide opportunities for students to consider other ways of seeing and being. William
came to understand that his way of traveling to the cafeteria may have been more common, but it was
not the only way. Alima’s decision to share her map made space for her perspective to take center stage.
While there are many ways to use technology to engage with maps, we believe this process, which
requires modest tools (paper, pencil, and clipboard), capitalizes on children’s engagement with their
lived environments. It is a process that can, and should, be used with students of all ages. Making,
sharing, and juxtaposing maps appears to be a simple practice, yet with the support of a thoughtful
teacher, these moves can help students develop understandings of how they, their peers, and other
mapmakers experience space and why it matters. Nearly 100 years later, we repeat Lucy Sprague
Mitchell’s call to “Make Maps!” This time, we say it with an eye toward their potential for helping us to
see our world and see one another more clearly.
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